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The Power of Females and Femininity
in ‘The Silmarillion’
Madeline Shelly

Recipient of the award for Best Researched Argument

J.R.R. Tolkien is unarguably the most influential fantasy author of modern
literature. The modern fantasy genre, from Harry Potter to Game of Thrones,
would not exist without him. The motifs in Tolkien’s works, from elves to
dwarves to the epic quest to save the world, have been retold and ingrained into
the subconscious of the western world so that a work of fantasy would not be
fantasy without displaying at least some elements originating from Tolkien. His
major works, The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, have become staples of
western literature and film. However, some criticism has been made on the
relative lack of women in Tolkien’s works, as well as claims of stereotypical and
limited roles of these women, leading to the conclusion that Tolkien was sexist.
Those who make these claims have probably not read The Silmarillion. Not only
does Tolkien’s The Silmarillion portray female characters in a progressive light,
especially for the time and genre in which it was written, but the complexity and
roles of its female characters are such as to disprove claims of Tolkien’s sexism
for even more feminist readers. Through analysis of differing modes of power
between males and females, the role of masculinity and femininity in the created
world, and focus on specific female characters, this essay will show how The
Silmarillion places women, and femininity, in positions of great power and
importance.
First, a brief summary of The Silmarillion in necessary for those unfamiliar
with it. The Silmarillion was published in 1977, four years after J.R.R. Tolkien’s
death, by his son Christopher. It was compiled from a great many of Tolkien’s
drafts and notes of myths and legends from the early days of his fictional
universe, dating from the 1910s until his death. The Silmarillion spans many
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thousands of years, starting with no less than the creation of the world (called
Arda) by Ilúvatar, an omnipotent being comparable to the Christian God. Ilúvatar
then creates the Ainur (composed of Valar and Maiar), powerful, angel-like
spirits. Ilúvatar then creates existence, which is then fashioned and completed by
the Valar. The rest of the book describes the epic tales of the various races of
Arda, primarily Elves and Men.
One of the defining themes throughout Tolkien’s works is the varying effects
of power on individuals. In The Silmarillion¸ there are many levels and forms of
power wielded by characters in different ways. The chief instruments of power
are the Valar, immortal and extremely powerful spirits sent by Ilúvatar to create
and govern the world. Eight of the Valar have the most power and importance;
five of these are male, and three are female. Note, however, that none of the Valar
are truly men or women: “[W]hen they desire to clothe themselves the Valar take
upon them forms some as of male and some as of female; for that difference of
temper they had even from their beginning, and it is but bodied forth in the choice
of each, not made by the choice” (The Silmarillion 11). From the first pages of
The Silmarillion, Tolkien shows that gender is different than sex. Melanie A.
Rawls argues that “gender, or Masculine and Feminine, is a condition of the
universe that goes deeper, higher, and wider than sex, mere male and female”
(99). From the creation of Arda, the power of Masculine and Feminine is
ingrained into the fabric of the universe. The three female Valar are equal in
power and importance to their male counterparts, and their feminine attributes
complement the masculine attributes of the males, and vice versa. As Rawls
points out, good is the result of masculine and feminine being in balance and
harmony in individuals, and evil results when a character has an insufficiency or
disharmony of the attributes of either gender (99). Masculinity and femininity are
also not confined to their respective sexes, and beings of good either have a
balance of both genders or “have access to the nature of the other gender, usually
in the form of a spouse, a sibling, or a mentor” (100). Melian, for example, is a
Maia (immortal spirits akin to the Valar but of less power) and the wife of the
Elven king Thingol. Melian often uses her wisdom and foresight to temper
Thingol’s rash decisions. Instances where Thingol disregards his wife’s advice
often lead to detrimental outcomes, showing the importance of the female
perspective.
As can be gleaned from this example of Thingol and Melian, females of The
Silmarillion merely exert their power in different ways from males, and the two
genders are equally important. These different modes of power between the two
sexes result in the relative lack of female characters compared to the number of
males. Some may think the lack of female characters proves the existence of
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sexism in Tolkien’s works, but this is not the case. Rawls states that the relative
lack of females derives “from the feminine attribute of understanding and the
masculine tendency to action” (101). Additionally, Rawls claims that females use
their understanding to give counsel, and males use their power to act (100). These
prime characteristics of both sexes can be further broken down into positive and
negative traits, as well as how each sex tends to express creativity. The positive
feminine traits include love, counsel, intuition, mercy, and compassion, whereas
the negative feminine traits include impotence, passivity, and consuming or
devouring (101). The positive masculine traits include law, action, reason, and
justice; whereas, the negative masculine traits include rashness, aggression, and
self-aggrandizement (101). Female characters tend to express creativity in song,
dance, healing, and weaving, whereas males tend to express their creativity in fine
art, craft, and technology (101). These various strengths and weakness of the
feminine and masculine play important roles in The Silmarillion and show the
delicate interplay of power between the genders. Furthermore, an examination of
the feminine and masculine traits sheds light on the relative lack of females versus
males; males tend to be more outer-directed than females while females often use
their traits to play roles as givers of wisdom and counsel. In Rawls’ words, these
differences simply lead “feminines to influence history in one manner while
masculines influence history in another” (101).
Though this essay will focus primarily on females in The Silmarillion, some
analysis of males is here necessary to highlight the differences in power between
the genders. Melkor, called Morgoth after his fall from grace, is the prime evil
force in The Silmarillion. Though Tolkien was adamant that his works were not
allegorical, many similarities can be seen between Melkor / Morgoth and Lucifer
of The Bible. In his beginning, Melkor was a powerful member of the Valar.
However, “From splendor he fell through arrogance to contempt for all things
save himself, a spirit wasteful and pitiless. Understanding he turned to subtlety in
perverting to his own will all that he would use, until he became a liar without
shame” (The Silmarillion 25). Analysis of these two sentences reveals how
Melkor’s possession of purely masculine traits, with no temperance from
feminine traits, lead to his descent into evil. His negative masculine traits of
arrogance and aggression lead him to desire power and dominion over all. It is
also stated that he lacks pity, an important feminine trait crucial for good.
Furthermore, it is stated that understanding, which Rawls gives as the “prime
feminine characteristic” (100), Melkor twisted to his own devious purposes. From
the beginning of The Silmarillion, Melkor completely lacks insight, a positive
feminine trait. He seeks the Imperishable Flame, the secret of creation held only
by Ilúvatar. Before the creation of the world, Melkor “had gone often alone into
the void places seeking the Imperishable Flame; for desire grew hot within him to
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bring into Being things of his own […] Yet he found not the Fire, for it is with
Ilúvatar” (The Silmarillion 4). However, as Rawls states, Ilúvatar can also be
found within, if one has insight. Manwë, the King of the Valar, is able to look
within himself to find the counsel of Ilúvatar. Melkor is unable to do this because,
“self-aggrandizing and outer-directed, [Melkor] seeks the power of creation – and
power over creation – precisely where it is not: outside of himself” (Rawls 103).
A prime cause of Melkor’s evil is that he displays only masculine traits with no
temperance of feminine characteristics.
In opposition to Melkor, it is shown that male characters achieve goodness
when they display feminine as well as masculine traits. Olórin, later known as
Gandalf, learned valuable feminine traits from the female Vala Nienna: “Wisest
of the Maiar was Olórin […] his ways took him often to the house of Nienna, and
of her he learned pity and patience” (The Silmarillion 25). Through his learning of
the positive feminine traits pity and patience, Gandalf is able to become an
important figure in the Third Age, giving hope and wisdom to those in need. From
analysis of males Melkor and Gandalf, it is clear that goodness results from a
harmony of the traits of each gender, and evil results when an individual shows
traits of only one gender. This also shows that Tolkien did not believe either
gender to be more important than the other, and that feminine traits are crucial in
achieving goodness.
From the first page of The Silmarillion, femininity plays an important role in
the history of Arda. In a unique take on the creation myth, the world of The
Silmarillion is created by song, a prime feminine characteristic. The first chapter
is the “Ainulinadalë”, which translates to “The Music of the Ainur.” After the
Ainur sing together at Ilúvatar’s bidding, Ilúvatar says “‘Behold your Music!’
And he showed to them a vision, giving to them sight where before was only
hearing; and they saw a new World made visible before them” (The Silmarillion
4). Rawls states that song as the “primary mode of creation signals that the
Feminine Principle lies at the heart of all creation” (105). The power of music is
evident throughout the rest of the book: Nienna’s song of mourning during the
creation of the world introduces a theme of pity and compassion into Arda,
Yavanna’s song brings into creation the immensely important Two Trees of
Valinor, and Lúthien uses her song of enchantment to incapacitate the evil
Melkor. The importance of song and music throughout the novel shows how
feminine attributes are an integral force of good in Arda.
The Silmarillion has no lack of important female characters, be they Ainur,
Elves, or humans. Analysis of the many female characters in the novel shows how
various female perspectives and powers are relevant to the narrative, and how
these women are given important and interesting roles. Before we take a look at
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specific female characters, there are two notable aspects in Tolkien’s portrayal of
women. Firstly, Lisa Hopkins points out that Tolkien’s “women are not portrayed
solely in the light of their relationships to men” (365). Hopkins notices the
unfortunate phenomenon that women’s roles in traditional epic narratives are
often quite limited, appearing to either be “wooed, to be rescued, or occasionally
to be killed” (365), and their fates are ultimately decided by men. The vast
majority of women in The Silmarillion escape these stereotypes. Thingol and
Melian are examples of this. Melian, a beautiful and powerful Maia, is not merely
Thingol’s trophy wife; in fact, she is much more powerful than her husband. As I
mentioned earlier, Melian’s wisdom often tempers Thingol’s rashness. Melian
also passes down her power and kindness to her daughter Lúthien, who is
arguably the most important female in all of Tolkien’s works. Secondly, as Edith
L. Crowe mentions, Tolkien’s universe has an “absence of violence against
women as women” (147). This is rather rare for the epic fantasy genre (think
Game of Thrones). Though women of The Silmarillion are certainly killed, it is
rarely for sexist reasons. There is also no sexual violence in The Silmarillion
(except for some rare and very subtle cases which I will mention later). Crowe
specifies two male characters in the novel; Ar-Pharazôn, the human King of
Númenor, and the Elf Eöl. The Elf Maeglin, who I will mention later, can be
added to this list. All of these males treat women badly and are treated as evil
characters who meet bad ends. The treatment of these characters reprimands
sexism and mistreatment of women and further elevates the status of women in
The Silmarillion.
Finally, analysis of specific female characters in The Silmarillion is necessary
to further show the value of women in the narrative. The most powerful beings
are Valar, of which the most powerful females are Varda, Yavanna, and Nienna.
Varda is the Queen of the Valar and wife of Manwë. She is also the creator of the
stars, an act which is seen as the “greatest of all the works of the Valar since their
coming into Arda” (The Silmarillion 47). It is stated that the Elves revere and love
Varda above all the other Valar, male or female. The Silmarillion states that out of
deeps of the world Varda “came to the aid of Manwë; for Melkor she knew from
the making of the Music and rejected him, and he hated her, and feared her more
than all others” (18). This sentence is notable for several reasons; firstly, Varda
comes to the aid of her husband Manwë and not vice-versa, a subtle point that
nonetheless flips the damsel-in-distress stereotype on its head. Secondly, that
Melkor fears Varda above anyone else shows the immensity of Varda’s power.
Rawls theorizes that Melkor’s fear and hatred of Varda stems from Varda’s
“clarity of her understanding of him, of his envy and possessive desire for all
creation” (103). Thirdly, Varda uses her intuition (a feminine trait) to predict
Melkor’s descent into evil before it happens, causing her to spurn his advances.
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Though Varda is not too often mentioned by name in The Silmarillion, she is
nonetheless one of the most powerful and influential beings in Arda.
The other two most important women of the Valar are Yavanna and Nienna.
Yavanna is comparable to Mother Nature; she “is the lover of all things that grow
in the earth” (The Silmarillion 20). Despite her gentle and loving nature, Yavanna
is no stereotypical weak and soft-hearted woman. When the Valar learn of
Melkor’s evil doings in Middle-earth, Yavanna urges her fellow Valar to wage
war against Melkor to protect Elves and Men: “Shall we then leave the lands of
their dwelling desolate and full of evil? Shall they walk in darkness while we have
light?” (47). Here, Yavanna plays the role of loving yet protective mother to the
mortal races of Arda. Another important woman of the Valar is Nienna. Her role
among the Valar and creation of the world is unique: Nienna is associated with
grief and mourns for the hurts of the world. However, according to Kristine
Larsen, Nienna is “more than a stereotypical weepy woman [… she] plays a
central, albeit subtle role in the legendarium” (190). Nienna’s grief teaches others
“pity, and endurance in hope” (The Silmarillion 22). As I mentioned earlier,
Nienna’s teaching of these traits to Olórin allowed him to become the powerful
and wise Gandalf in later ages. When combined, Yavanna’s and Nienna’s
feminine characteristics have even greater power than when they work alone.
Together, these two women create the Two Tress of Valinor: Yavanna “sang a
song of power, in which was set all her thoughts of things that grow in the earth.
But Nienna thought in silence, and watered the mould with her tears […] And as
they watched, upon the mound there came forth two slender shoots” (The
Silmarillion 33). The Two Trees created by these women are immensely
important in the history of Arda, a fact showing both the power of song (a
feminine trait) and these two female characters. According to Daniel Stride, one
could say that Yavanna’s and Nienna’s “‘pity’ and ‘associations with nature’ are
stereotypical feminine attributes […] Except that time and again, Tolkien does not
portray pity and mercy as matters of soft feminine weakness, but rather of
strength, decency, and emotional maturity, regardless of gender or consequences”
(Stride). As these two women exemplify, Tolkien gives females and feminine
attributes positions of respect and power in The Silmarillion.
Another female character in The Silmarillion that deserves attention is Idril
Celebrindal. Idil is an Elf and the daughter of Turgon, king of the hidden city of
Gondolin. When the mortal man Tuor comes to Gondolin, he and Idril fall in love
and marry. Theirs is a very special union; in Tolkien’s works, there are very few
cases of interracial marriages, and they each happen for a reason. The only other
cases of this in The Silmarillion are Thingol and Melian, and Beren and Lúthien.
Each time the different races marry, their offspring or bloodlines hold great power
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and importance in the narrative. Tuor and Idril have a son, Eärendil, who grows
up to urge the Valar to wage war in Middle-earth and finally defeat Melkor.
However, Idril’s worth doesn’t lie solely in her giving birth to Eärendil. Idril is a
powerful and interesting character and displays the perfect balance of feminine
and masculine traits. Idril is an object of lust from her cousin Maeglin. When
Maeglin first comes to Gondolin, he is held in high esteem by the king and the
rest of the city. However, “Idril was troubled, and from that day she mistrusted
her kinsman […] Idril loved Maeglin not at all; and knowing his thought of her
she loved him the less. For it seemed to her a thing strange and crooked in him”
(The Silmarillion 166). Here Idril displays not only intelligence, but the feminine
characteristic of intuition; she is able to see into Maeglin’s dark heart when no
one else can, even her father the king. These feelings of foreboding lead Idril to
build a secret escape route from the city. Her intuition pays off; Maeglin betrays
the location of Gondolin to Melkor, whose armies attack the city. The ensuing
battle is shortened in The Silmarillion, but a much longer and expanded version of
the story can be found in The Fall of Gondolin, published in 2018. During the
ensuing chaos, Maeglin grabs Idril and the young Eärendil, with the intent to
capture the former and kill the latter. However, Idril “fought, alone as she was,
like a tigress for all her beauty and slenderness” (The Fall of Gondolin 81).
Despite the rather romanticized description of Idril, she nonetheless engages in a
physical fight (a masculine trait) and is able to waylay her attacker. Tuor then
kills Maeglin, and the couple uses Idril’s escape route to lead their son and a
portion of the population out of the doomed city. Through the display of both
feminine and masculine traits, Idril can be a powerful wife, mother, and leader.
Furthermore, with Maeglin’s status as an evil character and his deadly fate,
Tolkien gives the subtle message that men who treat women badly deserve
punishment.
Another notable aspect of Idril is her relationship with her husband. As the
entry “Idril Celebrindal” from the blog Tolkien’s Women points out, Tuor and
Idril have a loving and equal partnership: “Unlike some of Tolkien’s male
characters who happen to be married to a woman blessed with greater wisdom
and foresight than their own (Thingol, I’m looking at you), Tuor is respectful of
Idril and heeds her advice, even when he doesn’t quite understand the reasoning
behind it” (Tolkien’s Women). It is Idril’s wisdom and Tuor’s trust in his wife that
allow them to save their family and many others during the battle. Through the
depiction of Idril and her relationship with Tuor, The Silmarillion once again
shows the worth of women and their equality to men.
No essay on Tolkien’s women would be complete without discussion of
Lúthien Tinúviel. While her story may not be known to more casual Tolkien fans,
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Lúthien is nonetheless arguably the most central female character in all of his
works, and her tale greatly affects the history of Arda. Lúthien is the only child of
Thingol and Melian. As I mentioned earlier, whenever members of different races
marry (in this case an Elf and a Maia), it is for a reason; there is power in the new
bloodline. The powerful and immeasurably beautiful Lúthien is one of these
results. Her tale begins when she falls in love with the mortal man, Beren.
Thingol is loath to let his daughter marry Beren, and sends him on a deadly and
near-impossible quest in order to marry Lúthien. Thingol locks Lúthien away to
keep her from following Beren and being harmed, but Lúthien uses her powers
and wits to escape. This is the first of many cases in which Lúthien defies men
who would possess her for various reasons. It is clear than several men wish to
possess Lúthien in a sexual manner. In the climax of the tale, Melkor looks upon
Lúthien and conceives “in his thought an evil lust, and a design more dark than
any that had yet come into his heart” (The Silmarillion 219). However, Lúthien
plays on Melkor’s evil desire by dancing and singing in front of him, while
secretly twisting powerful magic in her song and putting Melkor to sleep, then
making her getaway. Not only does this once more show the power in feminine
song and dance, but how Lúthien outsmarts and defeats the men would possess
her. Lúthien also expresses the feminine traits of pity, mercy, and compassion,
even while defeating her enemies. When dealing with one of Melkor’s servants,
Lúthien uses her power and commands “him to sleep, saying: 'O woe-begotten
spirit, fall now into dark oblivion, and forget for a while the dreadful doom of
life.’” (218). A core reason that Lúthien is such a force for good is her perfect
harmony of both feminine and masculine traits. As Cami D. Agan sums up,
“While the narrative threatens to objectify Lúthien by assigning her typical
gendered feminine attributes […] and placing her in the position of desired but
chaste maiden, the text also allows space for Lúthien to move against the will of
the” men around her (169). With Lúthien’s fascinating character and immense
importance in the narrative, it is no wonder that she is such a prime example of
the power of femininity in Tolkien’s works.
As can be seen, there is so much more to Tolkien’s fantastical fictional world
than can be found in The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. After analysis of
differing modes of power in males versus females, the role of masculinity and
femininity in the fictional world, and focus on specific female characters, it can be
seen that The Silmarillion places both women and femininity in positions of great
power and importance. Though Tolkien is the most influential author in the
modern fantasy genre, The Silmarillion remains much less widely know than his
other works, due primarily to the novel’s archaic language and prose style.
However, in an age where readers, especially women, constantly search for media
that portrays women as complex and empowering individuals, The Silmarillion
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certainly deserves more attention. This is especially true within the fantasy genre,
which is notorious for its outdated portrayal of women. Fantasy readers therefore
tend to turn to more recent works to fulfill their desire for well-written women.
Ironically, they need look no further than the most-well known fantasy author of
our time.
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